Recent theoretical work suggests that the distribution of reproduction, or degree of reproductive skew, in animal societies depends crucially on (1) whether dominant individuals can fully control subordinate reproduction, and (2) how subordinate reproduction affects the fitness of dominants. I investigated these two factors in cooperatively breeding banded mongooses, Mungos mungo. Female packmates entered oestrus together and were closely guarded by dominant males. These males were aggressive to subordinate males who attempted to mate, but females still managed to mate with males other than their mate guard. Older females were guarded and mated a few days before their younger packmates, yet all females usually gave birth on the same day, suggesting that older females may have a longer gestation period. Moreover, older females carried more fetuses. Overall, ca. 83% of adult females conceived in each breeding attempt and 71% carried to term. These results indicate that, among males, dominant individuals did not have full control over the mating attempts of subordinates (since they could not fully control the mating behaviour
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Social animals vary greatly in the evenness with which reproduction is distributed among group members. This characteristic of animal societies is called reproductive skew (Vehrencamp 1979 (Vehrencamp , 1983a Reeve 1991; Keller & Reeve 1994) . Interest in reproductive skew has been stimulated by the development of simple mathematical models that attempt to account for variation in the way reproduction is shared among the members of animal societies, from high-skew societies in which one or a few individuals monopolize reproduction, to low-skew societies in which reproduction is shared more equitably.
Models of reproductive skew fall into two broad classes. 'Concession' models (Vehrencamp 1979 (Vehrencamp , 1983a Reeve 1991; Reeve & Ratnieks 1993; Cant & Johnstone 1999; Johnstone et al. 1999; Kokko & Johnstone 1999) assume that the distribution of reproduction between group members is under the full control of a single dominant individual. Dominants are further assumed to benefit from the presence of subordinates, and so may gain by conceding a share of reproduction (or 'staying incentive') to these subordinates to induce them to remain in the group. Recently, however, the assumption of full control by dominant animals has been called into question (Cant 1998; Clutton-Brock 1998) , leading to the development of a number of different 'incomplete control' models in which this assumption is relaxed (Cant 1998; Reeve et al. 1998; Johnstone & Cant 1999a, b) . Thus, the question of how and to what extent dominants control the reproduction of their subordinates lies at the heart of theoretical efforts to understand the partitioning of reproduction in animal societies.
But what is meant by dominant control of subordinate reproduction, and what form might this control take? Among mammals, dominant males are usually seen to assert control over reproduction through conspicuous forms of behaviour such as mate guarding (e.g. Rood 1980; Packer & Pusey 1982) , or the physical punishment of subordinates who attempt to mate (reviewed by Clutton-Brock & Parker 1995) . Among females, by contrast, sexually mature subordinates often fail to reproduce, and are said to be 'reproductively suppressed', without it being known whether this reflects social control by a dominant (as the term 'suppression' might imply) or is simply a consequence of differences in nutritional status or body condition (reviewed in Wasser & Barash 1983; Creel & Macdonald 1995; Woodroffe & Macdonald 1995; French 1997; Clutton-Brock 1998) .
